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lation capable of understanding and continuing their activities. Thus
the human element in Europe in part explains its cultural progress.

However, physical factors also are in part responsible for these
achievements. A climate favorable to human health and to mental ac-
tivity is essential to continued cultural progress. There should also be a
favorable environment which makes possible the creation of a surplus
wealth, thus relieving a portion of the population from the constant
struggle to make a living, and producing that leisure without which
cultural progress is impossible. Europe is again fortunate in having
the desired type of climate, and in having in most sections the other
environmental factors which encourage mental activity. Therefore, en-
vironment can be said to have played its part in the cultural progress
of the continent.

THE POLITICAL ACTIVITY OF EUROPE

The political activity of Europe has been as important and exten-
sive as its cultural activities. Many of its nations have expanded until
they have become leading world powers, and some have built up great
colonial empires. Its peoples have originated and spread political forms
and philosophies which have influenced the entire world. No continent
has equaled it in either of these respects.

THE EXPANSION  OF EUROPEAN POWERS

With the passing of the Middle Ages began national unification
and the formation of the true nation state. Then followed a period of
expansion on the part of England, France, Russia, Germany, and other
states with sufficient agricultural lands and industrial resources to
support large and active populations. Such expansion continued until
physical barriers were reached, or until further advance was blocked
by a more powerful people. It is interesting to note that in most cases
it was the peoples of the plains who expanded at the expense of their
highland neighbors. However, in some highland areas the natural de-
fenses were too strong, or the incentive for conquest was lacking. Con-
sequently such small states as Andorra, Liechtenstein and Switzerland
have maintained their independence. Where small states such as Belgium
or The Netherlands remained in plain areas, it was usually because of
the existence of some natural protective feature or because the site they
occupied was of such strategic importance that the larger nations pre-
ferred to leave it in the hands of a small and relatively weak power.